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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is an anthropological study about how young men from a lowland
community negotiate a situation of job insecurity as they seek non-farm wage labour
opportunities in Lamphun Province in Northern Thailand. Focusing on young men aged between
eighteen and thirty-eight specifically, this study contributes to filling an important gap in
Southeast Asian agrarian studies regarding changing rural labour markets. The relevant literature
on agrarian transition has shown that declining profits from agriculture is increasingly forcing
rural households into diversifying their livelihood strategies, where those of middle-age alternate
between wage labour and farm activities, and young women become ‘factory daughters’ within
the region’s rapidly expanding industrial sector. However, there is a lack of studies on how
young men perceive and engage in this process of agrarian transition. This study investigates the
lives of this ‘forgotten’ group of young men, and attempts to understand their different
trajectories into factory employment and rural employment; the patterns of job insecurity; and the
negotiation strategies to overcome what they perceive as insecurity.

This study finds that the local labour market is not only feminized, but also highly
selective in terms of gender, class, age and qualifications. Chapter 2 and 3 emphasize that
although rural industrialization in Lamphun provides a new opportunity for young people to seek
non-farm wage labour, not everybody can benefit from this. Chapter 3 differentiates working-
class young men into ‘factory workers’ and ‘rural workers’. The conclusion that young men from
poorer households in particular find it difficult to access higher education and are excluded from

better paying jobs is significant from the perspective of employment, which is discussed in the



@

following chapters. It is interesting to note in Chapter 3, however, that those from wealthier
households with low education, generally fare better in terms of employment security.

Chapter 4 explores the patterns of job insecurity. It investigates the relationship
between young men’s perception of work and job insecurity through the concept of ‘hegemonic
masculinities’, which are the dominant norms of masculinity in northern Thai culture. While
women are preferred in the electronic and garment industries; young men are hired into more
dangerous, physical manual labour, with low pay, often under casual or flexible modes of
employment, and without any welfare or health insurance. Chapter 4 finds that typical challenges
faced by young men on minimum wages that are inadequate, are exacerbated by income and
employment insecurity. Single young men have coping strategies to get by with daily wages
under insecure conditions of employment. However men are traditionally ‘breadwinners’ of their
own family, or become ‘providers’ for aging parents, and find that fulfilling this role with
minimum wage much harder, and impossible under conditions of employment insecurity. These
young men struggle to save up for themselves and their families, unless they are married and both
partners have steady incomes. More often than not, rural households end up financially
supporting their sons and looking after their grandchildren.

Young men respond to job insecurity in different ways. Chapter 5 explores four
negotiation strategies that young men adopt according to their age, experience, social and cultural
capital. The first strategy is to quit, when they perceive the job to abuse their sense of dignity and
pride which is central to their male identity. In the absence of collective negotiation space such as
through labour unions, young male factory workers are subject to ‘factory discipline’, which often
leads to emotional stress in response to the perception that their dignity and masculinity is being
eroded or debased. The second strategy is to construct and reconstruct their male identity by
acquiring various aspects of urban masculinity and rural masculinity through modern commodity
consumption, such as the purpose of popular motorcycle and mobile phone models. The third
strategy is to take masculine pride in performing the tasks well, despite job insecurity, low status
or low pay. The fourth strategy adopted involves more complex economic strategies that can only
be achieved by social capital cultivated through the young men’s contacts with kin, family, and
wife.

Chapter 5 concludes that young men who are married and both partners have constant

income, are in a better position to transition into employment security or upward employment



mobility with better incomes than single young men. Dual income households provide the safety
net for young men to change their career to achieve this transition. Moreover, young men who
get financial and moral support from rural households and extended families have a better chance
at pursuing new careers as entrepreneurs.

The dissertation concludes with a number of recommendations that come out of this
study: the strengthening of institutions that advocate for workers rights combined with general
awareness raising of the plight of young men under employment insecurity; provision of credit
from government for young men to encourage diversification and entrepreneurs; and
consideration of mechanisms to support those on minimum wage and single incomes with family
or carer obligations. A need is identified for further research on the large pool of rural workers /
informal labour sector in northern Thailand (those who are not necessarily working in, or sub-

contracted by factories) and for whom very little is known about their employment strategies.



